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The culture core of the inhabitants has been found to influence the building 
elements in house design, especially in creating a supportive living 
environment for the inhabitant's lifestyle. The changes in the culture core of 
the inhabitants have also been found to influence the changes in the building 
elements. However, this is not the case in low cost housing because 
generally the inhabitants have no control over the design. Studies have 
shown that the low cost housing designs lack the cultural aspects of the 
inhabitants. The result is that the inhabitants have to adapt their culture core 
with the physical shell of the houses until modifications are done on the 
houses. In this process, some of the important aspects of the culture core 
were either compromised or lost. Using analytical review, content analysis 
and case study, this study analyses the characteristics, changes and the 
effects of the building elements on the Malay culture core in the two storey 
public low cost housing. Analytical review involves a detail analysis of the 
characteristics of the building elements in the traditional Malay house as the 
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baseline. Content analysis analyses the characteristics and changes in the 
building elements of the public low cost housing designs and finally six case 
studies were employed to evaluate the effects of the building elements on the 
Malay inhabitants' culture core. The results indicated that the characteristics 
and the changes in the building elements were not congruence with the 
changes in the culture core of the Malay inhabitants. The results also showed 
that the inhabitants were unable to practice their lifestyle according to the 
culture core. As such, the study suggested that the design of the low cost 
housings be improved by including the important aspects of the inhabitants' 
culture core. 
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Budaya asas penghuni rumah telah didapati mempengaruhi elemen-elemen 
bangunan dalam rekabentuk rumah terutamanya untuk mendapatkan satu 
suasana rumah yang menyokong gaya hidup penghuni. Perubahan dalam 
budaya asas penghuni juga didapati mempengaruhi perubahan dalam 
elemen-elemen bangunan. Walau bagaimanapun, perkara ini tidak berlaku 
dalam peru mahan kos rendah kerana kebiasaannya penghuni tidak terlibat 
delam proses rekabentuk rumah yang disediakan. Banyak kajian telah 
menunjukkan rekabentuk rumah kos rendah kekurangan nilai-nilai budaya 
penghuni. Kesannya ialah penghuni terpaksa menyesuaikan budaya asas 
mereka dengan fjzikal rumah sehingga pengubahsuaian rumah dapat di 
lakukan. Oi dalam proses penyesuaian ini, sebahagian dari ciri-ciri budaya 
asas yang penting samada dikompromi atau hi/ang begitu saja. Oengan 
menggunakan kaedah analisis ulasan, analisis kandungan dan kajian kes, 
kajian ini mengkaji ciri-ciri, perubahan dan kesan elemen-elemen bangunan 
ke atas budaya asas penghuni-penghuni Melayu yang mendiami peru mahan 
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awam kos rendah teres dua tingkat. Anal isis ulasan mel ibatkan anal is is 
terperinci ciri-ciri elemen-elemen bangunan rumah tradisional Melayu 
sebagai asas rujukan. Analisis kandungan menganal isis ciri-ciri dan 
perubahan elemen-elemen bangunan dalam rekabentuk perumahan awam 
kos rendah dan akhirnya enam kajian kes digunakan untuk mengkaji kesan­
kesan elemen-elemen bangunan ke atas budaya asas penghuni Melayu. 
HasH kajian menunjukkan bahawa ciri-ciri dan perubahan elemen-elemen 
bangu nan tidak selari dengan perubahan budaya asas penghuni Melayu. 
Hasil kaj ian juga menunjukkan bahawa penghuni tidak dapat mempraktikkan 
gaya hidup menu rut budaya asas mereka dan sebahagian dari ciri-ciri 
penting budaya asas ini terpaksa di kompromi atau h ilang begitu saja. Oleh 
itu, kajian ini mencadangkan agar rekabentuk rumah kos rendah d i  
dipertingkatkan dengan mengambil k ira ciri-ciri penting budaya asas 
penghuni rumah. 
vii 
ACKNO�EGDEMENTS 
My greatest and foremost gratitude and thank you to Allah s.w.t. for 
everthing. Salam and salawat to prophet Muhammad s.a.w. 
My deepest grat itude to my supervisor, Dr. Ahmad Hariza B. Hashim, co­
supervisors, Assoc. Prof . Dr. Nurizan Yahya and Dr. Sharifah Norazizan 
Syed. Abel. Rashid ,  for their valuable and kind comments, guidance and 
supervision.  My gratitude also goes to Assoc. Prof. Dr. Musa Abu Hasan for 
his kind comments and time. 
Many thanks to my friends Noor Hanita and Zuraini for your assistance in  the 
thesis, encouragement, comments and conti nuous supports. My thanks also 
go to P n. Rukiah Ismail and officers from the seoc who have been very 
helpful in  extending assistance with the drawings and information regarding 
the LRMD. 
Finally, my deepest gratitude to my beloved husband and children for their 
patience,  sacrifices, and tolerance during the course of this study. My spec ial 
thanks to my family and in-laws for their  constant support and understanding. 
viii 
I certify that an Examination Committee met on the 8th August 2000 to conduct 
the final exam ination of Zaiton Bt. Abdul Rahim on her Master of Science thesis 
entitled "The Characteristics, Changes and Effects of Building Elements in the 
Two-storey Publ ic Low Cost Housing on the Malay C ulture Core" in accordance 
with Universiti Pertanian Malaysia (Higher Degree) Regulations 1981. The 
committee recommends that the candidate be rewarded the relevant degree, 
Members of the Examination Committee are as follows: 
Laily Hj. Paim, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor, 
Faculty of Human Ecology, 
Universiti Putra Malaysia, 
(Chairman) 
Ahmad Hariza b. Hashim, Ph.D. 
Faculty of Human Ecology, 
Universiti P utra Malaysia. 
(Member) 
Nurizan bt. Yahya, Ph.D. 
Associate Profesor, 
Faculty of Human Ecology, 
Universiti Putra Malaysia, 
(Member) 
Sharifah Norazizan Syed. Abd. Rashid, Ph.D. 
Faculty of Human Ecology, 
Un iversiti Putra Malaysia, 
(Member) 
------- --- ---�--------------
GHAZAU MOHAYIDIN, Ph.D, 
Profe sor/Deputy Dean of Graduate School, 
Universiti Putra Malaysia 
Date: n 2 AUG 2000 
ix 
This thesis submitted to the Senate of U nivers iti Putra Malaysia and was 
accepted as fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Master of 
Science. 
Date: 1 1 NOV 2000 
x 
DECLARATION 
I hereby declare that the thesis is based on my original work except for 
quotations and citations which have been duly acknowledged. I also declare 
that it has not been previously or concurrently submitted for any other degree 
at UPM or other institutions. 
-�� 
Can  
Zaiton bt. Abdul Rahim 
Date: n 1 AUG 2000 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
DEDICATION 
ABSTRACT 
ABSTRAK 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
APPROVAL SHEETS 
DECLARATION FORM 
LIST OF TABLES 
LIST OF FIGURES 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
CHAPTER 
I I  
INTRODUCTION 
Introduction 
Research Background 
Research Problem 
Research  Objective 
Research Questions 
Significance of Research 
Focus of Study 
Limitations and Assumptions 
Definitions 
Structure of the Thesis 
CULTURE, HOUSE FORM & 
LOW COST HOUSING DESIGNS 
Introduction 
Background on the Traditional Malay Culture 
The Malay Culture Core 
Family Structure and Position of Women 
Privacy 
Separation and Social Segregation 
Activity Systems 
The Traditional Malay House 
Conception and Use of Space 
The Influence of the Traditional Malay Culture Core 
on the Building Elements in the Traditional Malay House 
The Islamic Culture Core 
Family Structure and Position of Women 
Privacy 
Separation and Social Segregation 
Activity Systems 
The Influence of Islamic Culture Core in the 
Building Elements of the Muslims Houses 
The Changes in the Malay Culture Core 
xi 
Page 
i i  
i i i  
v 
vii 
v ii i 
x 
xiv 
xv 
xvii 
1 
1 
4 
7 
8 
9 
1 0  
1 1  
1 2  
1 5  
1 8  
1 8  
19 
20 
20 
21  
21 
23 
24 
24 
28 
29 
30 
32 
33 
34 
35 
37 
xii 
Public Low Cost Housing Designs 40 
PLCH Design Typology 40 
Selection of Low Cost Housing Design Typology 41 
Two-Storey Low Cost Housing Design Typology 42 
Classification of the LRMD 45 
Conclusion 46 
HI CULTURE, CULTURE CORE AND BUILDING ELEMENTS 50 
Introduction 50 
Definitions of Culture 50 
Culture Core and House DeSign 52 
Family Structure 54 
Position of Women 55 
Privacy 55 
Separation and Social Segregation 57 
Daily and Occasional Activity 58 
The Role of Culture Core in House Design 59 
Components of B uilding Elements I nfluenced 64 
by the Culture Core 
Cultural Changes 65 
Cultural Changes in Built Environment 67 
Theoretical framework 70 
Conclusion 71  
IV METHODOLOGY 73 
Introduction 73 
General Methodology in Housing Design and Culture 73 
Selection of Methodology 75 
Methodology 77 
Analytical Review 77 
Content Analysis 77 
Case Study: I n-depth Interview 8 1  
Conclusion 87 
V ANALYTICAL REVIEW OF THE BUILDING ELEMENTS 89 
IN THE TRADITIONAL MALAY HOUSE 
Introduction 89 
Background on the Traditional Malay House 89 
The Characteristics of Building Elements of the 9 1  
Traditional Malay House 
Space Organisation 9 1  
Fenestration 94 
Supporting Elements 102 
Consideration on Building Elements in the Muslim House 103 
Space Organisation 103 
Fenestration 1 05 
Supporting Elements 108 
Conclusion 109 
xiii 
VI  ANALYSIS: CONTENT ANAYLSIS & CASE STUDY 113 
Introduction 1 13 
Descriptions of Design Type 1 14 
C hanges in the Building Elements of the lRMD 114 
Public low Cost Housing Designs 
Definitions 1 14 
Characteristics of the B uilding Elements in 1 15 
The lRMD PlCH 
General Analysis of Changes in the B uilding Elements 1 19 
The Effects of Changes in the Building Elements of 12 1 
the lRMD PlC H  Designs on the Malay C ulture Core 
Space Organisation 124 
Fenestration 148 
Supporting Elements 155 
Conclusion 156 
V I I  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 159 
Introduction 159 
Conclusions 159 
Design Recommendations 162 
Direction of Future Research 165 
B IBLIOGRAPHY 166 
APPENDICES 174 
BIODATA OF AUTHOR 237 
xiv 
LIST OF TABLES 
TABLE TITLE PAGE 
3. 1 Components of building elements 65 
6. 1 Characteristics of space organisation i n  the LRMD 1 16 
6 .2 Conditions of fenestration in  the LRMD 1 18 
6 .3  Conditions of  supporting elements i n  the LRMD 1 19 
6.4 The effects of space organisation i n  the LRMD 121 
on the Malay inhabitants' culture core 
6.5 The effects of fenestration in  the LRMD 123 
on the Malay inhabitants' c ulture core 
6.6 The effects of supporting elements in  the LRMD 123 
on the Malay inhabitants' culture core 
xv 
LIST OF FIGURES 
FIGURE TITLE PAGE 
1 .1 Research process 16 
2.1 Conception & Use of Space in the traditional Malay house 27 
3.1 Similar houseform but different characteristics 62 
of fenestration 
3.3 Courtyard houses with different space organisation 63 
3.4 Fenestration 64 
3.5 Changes in culture 67 
3.6 Cultural changes in  tandem w ith built  environment 68 
3 .7 Changes in  culture and built environment 69 
3.8 General Framework 72 
4.1 Classification of LRMD low cost housing designs 80 
5.1 Traditional Malay house typologies 90 
5.3 Types of doors in the traditional Malay house 96 
5.4 Section of window in the traditional Malay house 97 
5.5 Type of windows in the traditional Malay house 99 
5.6a Ventilation panels on the w indow and wall 100 
5.6b Ventilation panels on the roof and floor 1 01 
5.7 Supporting elements in the traditional Malay house 1 02 
5.8 Courtyard houses 1 04 
5 .9  Location of entrance door to provide privacy 1 06 
5. 10a Ways of determining the height of window from the interior 1 07 
5.1 0b Ways to determine the height of windows from exterior 1 08 
xvi 
6. 1 Position of window in case study 6 15 1 
7. 1 location of door and window 16 1 
7.2 High level window/ventilation panels 16 1 
8. 1 Design type A 183 
8 .2  Design type B 185 
8.3 Design type C 186 
8 .4 Design type 0 188 
8.5 Design type E 190 
8 .6 Design type F 192 
8 .7 Design type G 194 
9. 1 Modifications on the house in case study 1 205 
9.2 Modifications on the house in case study 2 2 1 1  
9.3 Modifications on the house in case study 3 2 16 
9.4 Modifications on the house in case study 4 2 2 1  
9.5 Modifications on the house in case study 5 226 
9.6 Modifications on the house in case study 6 23 1 
1. 
2 .  
3 .  
4 .  
lRMD 
PlCH 
SEDC 
TSlH 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
low Rise Medium Density 
Public low cost housing 
Selangor Economic Development Corporation 
Two-storey low Cost Housing 
xvii 
CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
Introduction 
Chapter 1 is divided into two main sections. The first section introduces the 
background to the research and the second section describes the thesis. 
Research Background 
The emphasis on low cost housing in Malaysia began in 196 1  when the 
government announced the creation of home ownershi p  democracy 
(Abraham, 1979). The backlog in urban housing resulting from squatting in 
the 1960s and the rural-urban migration from 1970s onwards, resulted in 
significant increase in demand for more housing units. In 1968, in Kuala 
Lumpur alone, it was estimated that there were 20,000 squatter families, 
which accounted for 30% of its population (Ministry of Local Government and 
Housing, undated). As a result of the National Economic Policy that 
encouraged more Malays in the commercial sector, it was not surprising that 
about 68.3% of the total rural-urban migrates in the 1970s were Malays 
(Malaysia , 1979) .  Due to that, demands for housing are critical especially in 
the low cost housing units. It is estimated that by the year 2020, at least 65% 
of Malaysia's population would be urban dweller and a large proportion of 
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housing demands are from the low income groups (Ministry of Housing and 
Local Government, 1994). 
Two problems arise from the housing situation, first, even though the 
government has made an effort to ensure the housing s upply, the number of 
housing provided do not meet with the demand of housing of the low�income 
groups (Razali, 1993; Khor, 1981). Second,  qualitatively, the type of housing 
provided has not been satisfactory as indicated by studies done on low cost 
housing, in terms of thermal comfort (Hui , 1999). actual family housing needs 
(Ahmad Hariza and Chow, 1998), space deficit (Husna and Nurizan, 1987; 
Leong 1979), comfort (Sulong, 1984) and social, cultural and religious needs 
(Tan, 1980). The second aspect is very important as it influences the quality 
of life and has a long term effects on the inhabitants. 
The low cost housing designs has always been governed by economic 
constraint (Leong, 1979). The influence of the western models and 
prototypes can be seen in the local housing designs. The houses are 
generally built with minimum space standards as provided by the Ministry of 
Housing and Local Government without much consideration on the cultural 
aspects, which consequently resulted in the low satisfaction (Sulong, 1984), 
and adaptation on the living pattern and activity systems of the inhabitants 
(Tan, 1980). According to Lim ( 1981) and Vlatseas ( 1990), these prototype 
houses do not reflect the culture and lifestyle of the users. Building elements 
from the traditional Malay house, which are sensitive to the culture of the 
inhabitants, have very little influence on the present low cost housing designs 
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as suggested by Lim ( 1987), Vlatseas ( 1990) and G urstein ( 1994). Lim 
( 1981) further stated that very often, the users have to suit their lifestyle to 
the house. This has caused problems and disruptions to their livelihood and 
helps to erode their culture and lifestyles. 
Housing is more than just the provision of Ma roof over one's head" (Turner , 
1976, Parid, 1997). Studies have shown that the people's cultural aspects, 
which consequently supported the living pattern and activity systems of the 
inhabitants, have shaped traditional houses. Tan ( 1980) further stated that in 
order to create a total tiving environment for the people, important cultural 
aspects of the inhabitants have to be given due consideration. 
Ideally , housing designs should support the culture core of the people. The 
culture core is the living pattern and activity systems of the people, within a 
group of people (Ra poport, 1990). Aspects of culture core influences the 
house designs includes family structure, position of women, privacy,  
separation and social segregation, and the daily and occasional activities 
within the parameter of the physical environment, accepted as the norm for a 
group of people. In the context of public low cost housing in Malaysia, the 
important culture core of the inhabitants, particularly the Malays, who 
constitute the majority of the inhabitants as indicated in Appendix A,  need to 
be identified and given due consideration in the deSigns. Studies has shown 
that the Malays migrated from the rural areas have brought with them their 
cultural and traditional institutions and means of social control, consequently 
formed integrated communities within the urban setting (Sen, 1979).  As such 
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low cost housing designs should be able to support the culture core of the 
inhabitants in  order to create a total living environment, which allows the 
inhabitants to maintain their cultural practices. Correa (1989) commented 
that it would be relatively easy for people to adjust the spaces to suit their 
own preferred lifestyle when housing pattern is sensitive to the social, cultural 
and religious determinants of our environment. However, i n  Malaysia, there 
is little or no definition given to the form of shelter, especially to the social ,  
cu�ture, spiritual and psychological function as pointed out by Tan (1980) and 
Zulkifli (1991). 
Based on the studies and work discussed, there is a need to examine the 
aspects of low cost housing designs in  relation to the cultural aspects of the 
inhabitants. Understanding of the relationship between the specifics of 
culture core and building elements of the housing designs would help to 
create a sensitive and supportive housing environment. 
Research Problem 
Built environment is the visible expression of relative importance attached to 
the different aspects and the varying ways of perceiving reality. There is a 
link between culture and built environment in  two senses. Firstly, the 
understanding of culture is important to the understanding of built 
environment, since the built environment is the physical embodiment of 
culture; and secondly, once built, the physical environment affect the culture 
and the way of life. Man may build to control his environment, but it is as 
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much the inner ,  social and rel igious env ironment as the physical one that he 
is controll ing· the ideal environment in cultural terms (Rapoport. 1969). 
Studies and work by Rapoport (1969; 1990). Correa (1989) and Sinha (1991) 
suggested that the culture of the people influenced the houseform as an 
important part of the built environment. Traditionally. the building elements 
are 'designed' to support the culture core of the inhabitants. According to 
Morris and W inter (1978). families judged their housing and other people's 
housing using certain culturally derived criteria known as cultural norms. 
which include the full range of rules that society promulgates in more or less 
formal ways to govern the way people l ive and behave (1978). They further 
stated that cultural norms are the standards by which the behaviour exhibited 
or conditions experienced by the members of a culture are evaluated as 
"good" or "bad". Newmark and Thompson (1977) stated that to remove 
people from housing that is closely related to their particular way of l ife is to 
disrupt an important touchstone for an integrated, well adjusted personality in 
that culture (Newmark and Thompson, 1977). 
The form of housing design dictates the activ ities that can take place in it. It 
defines the space, which frames many of the activities that constitute primary 
relationships in the home (Kemeny. 1992). Newmark and Thompson (1 977) 
further stated that in every culture, the form of the house, the layout of space, 
which is part of the buiJding elements and the arrangement of furnishings and 
equipment influence the nature of the activities that can take place within its 
walls. Langers ( 1953), Rapoport (1969) and Brol in (1 976) suggested that it is 
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the specifics and characteristics of the culture core that influenced the 
building elements particularly the arrangement of spaces, position and 
location of windows and supporting elements. A study by Lindberg, Garling, 
Montgomery, and Waara ( 1987) has indicated that evaluations on the 
aspects of housing quality were best predicted by their consequences for 
performing everyday activities, which in  turn were highly correlated with  
beliefs about these activities and their roles in  the attainment of  important life 
values. As such, the home as a personal sphere must be designed to 
accommodate the natural everyday movement with few obstacles to the 
environment for it to be experienced as comfortable and satisfying. The 
emotions, which the universal aspects of housing problems stir up, proved its 
close association with deep human and cultural values (Turner, 1972). As 
such consideration on building elements, which directly effect the inhabitants' 
living pattern and activity systems is essential i n  any housing design. 
All designed environments result in  environmental changes, Le. they are 
purposeful modifications of our phYSical surroundings ( FranCk, 1985). As 
such, there is a need to examine the cultural consequences of planned 
interventions as in the case of housing designs as to be able to judge their 
impact. The need is greater i n  the low cost housing where inhabitants are 
generally have limited economic ability to make changes to the housi ng units. 
A study by Sulong ( 1984) indicated that the lack of cultural consideration in 
the low cost housing designs, has resulted in  the modification of majority of 
the houses as to produce a supportive living environment to support their 
living pattern and activity systems and not merely for aesthetic reasons. In  
7 
most cases the modifications involved the building elements such as 
changes in the space organisation which involved the addition of bedrooms 
and porch, relocation of stairs and changes in  the position and characteristics 
of windows and doors. Considerations on the building elements in the low 
cost housing designs in  relation to the culture core of the inhabitants would 
minimise future renovation and modification. Economically, it will reduce 
unnecessary changes on the existing designs. 
In a plural society like Malaysia, the needs to accommodate the different 
community groups' cultural needs become more complex as the needs differ 
from each other . There is a need to study the individual cultural needs of 
each of the community groups in  order to produce a supportive living 
environment for all. This research attempts to identify the characteristics of 
the building elements important to support the present culture core of the 
inhabitants, and to examine the changes and effects of building elements on 
the inhabitants. Understanding the characteristics of building elements, its 
changes, and affects on the i nhabitants is important to hel p  produce 
supportive low cost housing designs which are sensitive to the cultural 
aspects of the inhabitants. 
Research Objective 
This study aims to examine the building elements in the low cost housing 
designs in relation to the Malay culture core. The specific research objectives 
for the study are outlined below: 
